32                                     PERSIAN PICTURES
We dismounted from our horses and sat down
on the hillside. The plain stretched below us
like a monotonous ocean which had billowed up
against the mountain flanks and had been fixed
there for ever ; we could see the feet of the
mountains themselves planted firmly in the waves
of dust, and their glistening peaks towering into
the cloudless sky ; the very bones of the naked
earth were exposed before us, and the fashion of
its making was revealed.
With the silence of an extinct world still heavy
upon us, we made our way to the upper end of
the valley, but at the gates of the plain Life came
surging to meet us. A wild hollyhock stood
sentinel among the^stones ; it had spread some
of its yellow petals for banner and on its uplifted
spears the buds were fat and creamy with coming
bloom. Rain had fallen in the night, and had
called the wilderness itself to life, clothing its
thorns with a purple garment of tiny flowers ; the
delicious sun struck upon our shoulders ; a
joyful little wind blew the damp, sweet smell
of the reviving earth in gusts towards us; our
horses sniffed the air and, catching the infection
of the moment, tugged at the bit and set off at
racing speed across the rain-softened ground.
And we, too, passed out of the silence and remem-
bered that we lived. Life seized us and inspired
us with a mad sense of revelry. The humming
wind and the teeming earth shouted * Life I
life 1 * as we rode. Life I life ! the bountiful.